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RIDING AMERICA’S TREASURES™  

Rocky Mountain High 

Forest Canyon Overlook, Rocky Mountain National Park 
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Rocky Mountain HighRocky Mountain HighRocky Mountain High   
Rocky Mountain National Park, Steamboat Springs, and Mount Evans 

He climbed cathedral mountains,  
he saw silver clouds below 

He saw everything as far as you can see 
Now he walks in quiet solitude the forest  

and the streams 
The serenity of a clear blue mountain lake 

And the Colorado rocky mountain high 
 
These lyric excerpts from Rocky Mountain High, the 

1973 pop hit written by the late John Denver three years 
after he moved to Colorado, were inspired by the 
incredible beauty of the mountains and lakes while he was 
camping with his wife and some friends.  John Denver was 
an avid outdoor adventurist – pilot, backpacker, 
photographer and motorcyclist.  In fact, his Kawasaki 
motorcycle is on display at the Coyote Cantina Bar & Grill 
in Buena Vista, CO.   

We aspire to experience some of this same inspiration 

during our weeklong tour of the northern peaks that 
surround Rocky Mountain National Park.  It’s a typical 
midsummer morning as we depart for the ride north into 
the Front Range - blue skies mixed with soft cumulus 
clouds that promise the daily afternoon storms prevalent 
this time of year.  We have all day to enjoy the pleasant 
ride so rather than just taking the fast expressway route on 
I-70 we turn west on CO-74, which is a portion of the 
scenic byway called the Lariat Loop, through tight 
picturesque canyons into the town of Evergreen and 
continue on CO-103, part of the Mount Evans scenic 
byway.   

As we ride through dense pine forests that offer 
glimpses of stunning views of the snow-capped peaks to 
the north it’s hard to believe that we are just a few short 
miles from a major city.  There’s little traffic and even less 
sound when we stop to admire the views.   

However, that quickly changes as we approach Idaho 

RATING:  

MILES: 1,200 

TIME: 7 days 

afternoon storms create dramatic skies as we ride along the Peak to Peak scenic byway 
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Springs and the junction with I-70 which is overrun by 
summer tourists.  A quick stop at the Two Brothers Deli 
for one of their terrific sandwiches and we make haste 
north to the town of Black Hawk and the start of the 
Peak to Peak Scenic and Historic Byway.  Designated in 
1918 it is the oldest scenic byway in Colorado and is one 
of the oldest in the country.   

Only 55 miles in length, it traverses the eastern flank 
of the Front Range while showcasing the numerous 
13,000 foot plus peaks along the Continental Divide.  
The origins of the byway’s name becomes abundantly 
clear as the road oscillates between the peaks and the 
several major valley and canyon systems that run 
crosswise from the Front Range offering us panoramic 
views with each crest.   

By mid-afternoon the soft cumulus clouds begin to 
turn ominous shades of dark grey and we can see rain 

falling on the peaks ahead; so it’s time to don our rain gear.  
It’s unusual to have long stretches of rainy weather here and 
today is no different.  As the byway winds north on CO-72 
through the town of Nederland and CO-7 through Allenpark 
we ride in and out of summer storms.  Fortunately, there’s 
no lightning so we just maintain a leisurely pace and enjoy 
the spectacle as the clouds and sun shine alternate with 
short periods of light rain.  By late afternoon we roll into 
Estes Park, the gateway to Rocky Mountain National Park, 
under warm partly cloudy skies. 

The next morning we ride into the park through the Fall 
River entrance on US-34 where it becomes the Trail Ridge 
Road, a 48 mile scenic byway that traverses the park to 
Grand Lake.  Built between 1921 and 1938 the road follows an 

old Arapahoe Indian route 
called the Dog Trail.   
Even though it’s mid-summer 
we ride past large sections of 
deep snow pack.  The prior 
winter had the distinction of 
being one of the snowiest in 
over 80 years and that is 
evident by the amount of 
snow.   
The Trail Ridge Road is only 
open during the summer and 
early fall months and this year 
it opened over a month late 
due to the deep snow pack.
Traffic is light as we negotiate 
several tight switchbacks on 
this magnificently engineered 
road. We take our time 
stopping at the numerous 
overlooks that offer 
breathtaking views of the 

Sandy rides through an afternoon shower 

skiing and snowboarding in July—awesome!   
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Forest Canyon Overlook on the Trail Ridge Road offers sweeping panoramic views 
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mountains and endless views of the broad 
valleys far below.    In the deeply forested 
sections the remaining snowpack creates an 
interesting natural air conditioning effect.  We 
ride in the summer warmth interspersed by 
stretches of freezing temperatures where the 
air is cooled as it flows over the snow pack.  

We notice several people standing along 
the side of the road at the bottom of a 
particularly large snow pack that extends up 
the mountainside.  We pull over to watch a 
group of skiers and snowboarders who had 
hiked up and are now enjoying some summer 
skiing in short sleeves!   I asked a couple of 
them about the conditions – remarkably nice 
and just a little soft near the bottom.  

We reach the Trail Ridge Road’s maximum 
elevation of 12,183 feet high in the alpine 
tundra and encounter a wildlife spectacle.  A 
large herd of elk is crossing the road creating 
a traffic jam while dozens of people watch.  
The elk bleat and graze as a couple of males 
watch over the herd of females and calves.  
After several minutes the herd finally reaches 
the other side and we continue west along the 
Cache la Poudre River where it flows through 
a deep valley and crosses the Continental 
Divide at Milner Pass.   

After another series of very tight 
switchbacks we descend steeply into the deep 
and narrow Kawuneeche Valley of the Upper 
Colorado River.  Named for the Arapahoe 
word for coyote, this lush gentle valley is 
surrounded by the snow-capped Never 
Summer Mountains.  We continue south past 
Grand Lake and Lake Grandby to US-40 and 
ride into Frasier Valley, a popular mountain 
biking region and home to the Winter Park 

a large herd of elk graze the alpine tundra 

a male elk basks in the warm sun while watching over the herd  

colorful lichen and petite wildflowers 
are abundant in the alpine tundra 

a large herd of elk create a traffic jam 
as they cross the road 
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ski resort.   
We have the road to ourselves as we ride along the 

Fraser River into the mountains for several miles gliding 
effortless through terrific switchbacks.  As we near 
Berthoud Pass and the best set of twisties we find ourselves 
suddenly crawling along behind….another motorcyclist!  
After a few minutes we realize this guy on a full dress 
Harley in front of us has no clue how to ride twisties.  He’s 
actually turning the front wheel at 20 mph and won’t lean 
into the turn.  Grrrr.   

In a stunning display of situational unawareness he hugs 
the inside line and we can’t safely pass him.  Since we’re 
stuck behind this guy I decide to have some fun and scrape 
my floorboards through the next switchback.  The scraping 
sound visibly startles the Harley rider.  He starts looking 
around trying to figure out where the sound is coming from 
– looking down to make sure his kickstand hasn’t come 
out! I can’t help myself, but this is just too funny.   

So, for the next several switchbacks I scrape my 
floorboard and we bust a gut watching this knucklehead 

trying to figure out where the sound is coming from.  
Finally we come out of the twisties and are able to pass this 
guy and open it up for a few miles.   

The warm late afternoon sun is shining through partly 
cloudy skies that are beginning to build up for the daily 
thunderstorms.  We decide to retrace our route and head 
back through the park.  As the storms continue to build the 
temperature drops significantly; fortunately we’ve come 
prepared with our cold weather gear and gloves.  It’s 
amazing how we can quickly transition from mid-80s and 
sunny to mid-40s and stormy in such a short time.  
Lightning streaks across the sky as the wind whips the rain 
across the alpine tundra.  We take it slow and easy back 
through the moraine and into Estes Park for a much 
needed warm shower and a pleasant dinner. 

For the next three days we rise before dawn and spend 
the entire day exploring the park until the sun sets.  The 
hiking is fantastic – Sprague Lake, Bear Lake and Dream 
Lake offer incredible picturesque views of the mountains as 
we climb over deep snow packs that are still several feet 

you looking at me man? Berthoud Falls near Berthoud Pass 

impressive male elk in the Kawunechee Valley 
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Moraine Park in the late afternoon 

looking into the Hidden Valley from the Trail Ridge Road 
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The Forest Canyon Overlook is our favorite stopping point along the Trail Ridge Road.  The tundra is 
covered in brightly colored flowers and lichen with marmots making frequent appearances. 
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Yellow-belied Marmots are very common 
throughout the park and are known for their 
playful antics as they scamper around rock piles.   
On warm sunny days they can be spotted splayed 
out on top of boulders catching some rays. 

Elk herds wander freely throughout the park 
usually consisting of several females and calves 
carefully overwatched by impressive male elks 
with their distinctive multi-pronged racks 
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Trail Ridge Road switchbacks wind above the Hidden Valley 

thick and alongside creeks and cascades that 
are rushing with the cold snow melt.  We 
crisscross the park exploring the lush high 
alpine tundra and moraine covered in 
wildflowers, watching the playful marmots 
and herds of grazing elk along with the 
occasional moose.  We really want to see some 
big horn sheep, but the rangers tell us they are 
staying high up in the remote back country 
and haven’t come down into the moraine yet.   

On our second day we are riding the Trail 
Ridge Road near the Rock Cut when the 
storms rapidly build.  Within minutes we go 
from partly cloudy and warm to stormy and 
freezing cold with sleet and lightning.  We 
quickly park the bikes and take shelter along 
with a number of other tourists to watch the 
lightning show that Mother Nature is putting 
on for us.  The air crackles with ionization and 
we notice that everyone’s hair is standing 
straight out and up – freaky. 

As we ride through the park the 
opportunities to point out views or wildlife is 
constant – however, after several incidents of 
Sandy saying “hey look at that over there” 
followed by my response of “what, where?” 
and her reply of “too late, you missed it” we 
finally settle on a communication protocol 
where we say what it is and where it is located 
based on a clock face.  So far, that’s been 
working very well; not sure why it took us so 
long to figure that one out and yes we’re both 
college graduates. 

afternoon thunderstorms are a daily 
phenomenon 

the Beaver Creek Meadows is part 
of the vast lush Moraine Park
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The Wild Rose 
157 W. Elkhorn St 

Estes Park, CO 
www.wildroserestaurant.com 

 
Pleasant eatery offering a diverse menu of 

steaks, pasta, burgers and sandwiches.  Staff 
was friendly and the ambience was relaxed. 

the distinctive Twin Owls in Lumpy Ridge  
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Bear Lake  at sunrise offers quiet serenity and dazzling rich reflections on the mirror –like water 

the twisted trunks of bristlecone pine trees  create interesting 
and colorful designs in the wood grain 

one of numerous cascades along Tyndall Creek swollen with 
snowmelt 
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early morning calm creates a terrific reflection of Hallett Peak  onto Dream Lake 

we had to climb over deep snow packs and swollen creeks to reach Emerald Lake 
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We stare in amazement at this pine sapling  as it withstands the onslaught of the raging Tyndall Creek 
swollen with snow melt.  This tableau evokes feelings of admiration for perseverance and tenacity. 
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Picturesque sunset over Sprague Lake is reflected in the calm reflective water.  Named after Abner Sprague 
who built a homestead on the lake in 1874 which he later turned into a dude ranch and  hunting & fishing lodge 
until the area was taken over for the national park in 1915. 
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view of the Rocky Mountains at 
sunrise from just outside of our 
hotel in Estes Park 

the beautiful Chapel on the 
Rocks at the base of Mount 
Meeker is a Roman Catholic 
Church dedicated to Saint 
Catherine of Siena 
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stormy sunrise  over Bear Lake was a truly spiritual experience, right up until the heavens let loose! 

On our last day in Rocky Mountain National Park we rise well 
before dawn and ride up to Bear Lake to watch the sunrise.  It is 
eerie in the pre-morning darkness since heavy clouds have 
blocked the moon and it is pitch black.  It is an entirely different 
experience riding in the dark like this where we can’t see anything 
around us and we know that there are steep drop offs and 
incredible panoramic vistas in the blackness beyond.  Our 
headlight beams cut through the mist as we ride up the steep tight 
twisties wondering if this is going to be a washout.  We finally 
arrive at the parking area without incident and load up the 
photography backpack and hike along the perimeter of Bear Lake 
until we have a good view of the eastern rampart.  

As the early tinges of daylight emerge I can see the swirling 
ominous clouds above us – looking like they are ready to deluge us 
at any moment.  We are the only people here.  It’s spooky quiet.  
The lake is serene – it’s the proverbial calm before the storm.  We 
patiently watch to the east when suddenly the clouds turn pinkish
-red on the horizon and light up the clouds over the lake for about 
2 or 3 minutes.  It’s a captivating sight.  My camera is ready and I 
snap several timed exposures before the clouds close in and the 
rain begins.  We quickly pack up and hike back to the bikes; 
within minutes of beginning our downward descent the rain 
comes down in earnest.  
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Fortunately, the morning rains stop by the time we’re 
done breakfast and begin loading up the bikes for the day 
long ride to Steamboat Springs.  The weather forecast calls 
for mostly cloudy skies, cooler temperatures and a high 
likelihood for rain later in the day.  So we put on a couple 
of extra layers for warmth and keep our rain gear ready.  
We depart Estes Park on east US-34 alongside the Big 
Thompson River towards Fort Collins and then north on 
CO-27 past the long narrow Horsetooth Reservoir until we 
reach US-14, the Cache la Poudre Scenic Byway.   

This east-west byway skirts the northern border of 
Rocky Mountain National Park and follows the Cache la 
Poudre River, usually just referred to as The Poudre.  The 
river earned its name, which is French for “hide the 
powder” when French trappers in the 1820s were exploring 
the region and needed to bury their gunpowder along the 
river to protect it from a winter snowstorm.  Today it runs 
through the heart of the rugged Roosevelt National Forest 
and is known for its wild trout fishing. 

the Cache la Poudre River Sandy approaches Cameron Pass in light rain 

the Big Thompson River cuts through steep 
canyons on its way towards the Great Plains 
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a couple of moose graze in a high altitude marshy pond at Cameron Pass

This pleasant byway is relatively level as it follows the river and 
twists through deep tight valleys formed by the Mummy Range to 
the south and the Laramie Range to the north.  The river is raging 
with snowmelt from the unusually high snowpack.  We can hear, 
and feel, the river’s echo whenever we stop to admire the scenery.  
At Poudre Falls we pass the headwaters for the river and begin to 
gain elevation as we ride towards Cameron Pass.  The sky is filled 
with large cumulus clouds and it has warmed up a bit with periodic 
bursts of sunshine lighting up the surrounding mountains.   

At the pass we notice a couple of moose grazing while they 
lazily wander through a marshy pond.  This is the closest we’ve 
been to moose, so of course we have to stop and gape at the 
wildlife.  I know that moose can grow very large, but until you’re up 
close you don’t realize just how big these animals are.  I let the 
telephoto lens do the work and keep a good distance from them. 

We are so distracted by the moose we failed to notice that the 
sky has changed color.  I continue to be amazed at how quickly the 
weather can turn on you up here.  We realize we’re about to get hit 
by some weather and decide to get off the pass to lower elevation.  
By now we’re used to intermittent afternoon rains and storms; and 
just as quickly the clouds break and the sun rejoins us. 

We are out of the mountains for a while and cross a broad valley 
fifty miles wide between mountain ranges riding past numerous 
large ranches and the Arapahoe National Wildlife Refuge.  We can 
see that stormy weather is again forming as we approach the point 
where the Rabbit Ears Range and the Gore Range meet at the 
Continental Divide.  Steamboat Springs is on the other side and to 
get there we have to cross Rabbit Ears Pass. 

The ride over Rabbit Ears Pass ranks as our most difficult and 
scariest ever – 40 minutes of incredibly steep and twisty riding in a 
raging lightning storm.  We seriously misjudge the speed at which 
the storm is forming and realize there are no places to pull over nor 
shelter; no shoulder to speak of and no side roads.  The rain comes 
down in blinding torrents that has managed to soak through our 

Poudre Falls thunders through a narrow 
gorge with incredible force 
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rain gear with hail and high winds punctuated by 
frequent flashes of brilliant lightning streaking 
across the sky.  The hail is coming down so hard I 
can feel the sting through my rain gear and 
leathers!  This is a hard lesson in Rocky Mountain 
climatology. 

I’m sure in nicer weather the views are 
beautiful and we’ll definitely need to come back 
when Mother Nature is more cooperative.  For the 
moment though, we can see only a short distance 
around us and keep a laser focus on the road.   

The storm seems to be confined to the pass 
because as soon as we reach the valley floor the 
rain stops, the sky clears and the sun begins to 
warm us up.  The transition is so abrupt it seems 
unreal.  We look back and can see the storm 
continuing to rage just a few miles away and a few 
thousand feet up.  So, in our motorcycle lexicon 
the term Rabbit Ears will always be associated with 
scary stormy weather.  Thankfully, the short ride 
into Steamboat Springs is uneventful and we look forward 
to hot showers and dinner. 

The next morning is cool and mostly cloudy for our day 
of exploration around Steamboat Springs.  The town is 
alongside the Yampa River and was settled in the early 19th 
century by ranchers.  There are numerous natural hot 
springs in the area and the town derived its name from the 
steam rising from the springs in cold weather reminding 
people of a steamboat’s emissions. 

Today, Steamboat is mostly known for its eponymous 
ski resort and the Howelsen Ski Hill, the oldest ski hill in 

Colorado.  Built in 1914 Howelsen began as a ski jumping 
hill and has the distinction of producing over 70 
Olympians.  In fact, the Steamboat Springs area has trained 
and produced more skiing and ski jumping Olympians than 
any other area.  What is remarkable about the town is that 
it is unpretentious; it is not upscale and flashy like Aspen or 
some of the other ski resorts along the I-70 corridor.  It has 
retained a small town feel to it while still offering an 
impressive selection of eateries and shops. 

We ride 40 miles north to Steamboat Lake State Park, 
deep in the Park Range and dominated by the prominent 

approaching Rabbit Ears Pass 

at Muddy Pass shortly before we make the fateful ride up to Rabbit Ears Pass it is deceptively calm and sunny; 
we pass large ranches and lush meadows covered in colorful wildflowers 
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More Barn –built in the 1920s and has become an  iconic symbol of Steamboat Springs; you can see 
the ski runs along the mountainside behind the barn 

Steamboat Lake is surrounded by large swaths of wildflowers in full bloom 
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The distinctive sharp peak of the  10,600’ Hahns Peak is not as tall or impressive as other Rocky Mountain 
massifs, but it stands out so prominently towering over the surrounding valley that it seems much higher.   
The Park Range of mountains surrounds this beautiful valley of picturesque ranches, mountain lakes, dense 
forests and acres of colorful wildflowers. 

1920s era barbed wire surrounds a cattle pen at the old More 
Ranch in Steamboat Springs 

The Old Time Pub 
600 Lincoln Ave 

Steamboat Springs, CO   
www.theoldtownpub.com 

A local micro-brewery that offers a basic 
menu of salads, burgers and sandwiches.  
The ambience is terrific and fits well in the 
laid back mountain village milieu.  And they 
offer live music! 
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Hahns Peak.  Following yesterday’s 
hellacious ride today’s jaunt along the 
Yampa River surrounded by miles of 
beautiful wildflowers is salubrious.  We 
relax and enjoy a day of leisurely riding 
around Pearl Lake and Steamboat Lake 
along with some short hikes.  This is a truly 
gorgeous region and we’ll definitely be back 
for more hiking and exploring. 

We begin our ride back to Castle Rock 
by heading south on CO-131 through the 
Yampa Valley.  At CO-134 we turn east to 
cross over the Gore Range via Gore Pass.  
It’s a beautiful morning for a ride – cool 
with partly cloudy skies and very little 
traffic.  As we ride into the mountains we 
enjoy several twisties through the heavily 
forested mountains.  At Gore Pass we 
encounter a very protective moose cow and 
her calf; she eyed us very suspiciously so we 
kept our distance and only stopped long 
enough to take a couple of pictures as they 
wandered up the mountainside.   

the wildflowers at the base of Hahns Peak seem endless 
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Hahns Peak is lit by the evening sun as the afternoon storms disperse for a beautiful sunset 

a colorful sunset over the Park Range at Steamboat Lake 
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We turn south on US-40 through Kremmling where 
we connect with CO-9 south towards Frisco.  Rather 
than getting onto I-70 we decide to take US-6 through 
the more scenic Loveland Pass and avoid the 
expressway as long as we can. 

The weather is continuing to hold so when we 
arrive in Idaho Springs for lunch we decide to continue 
on up the Mount Evans Scenic Byway, the highest 
paved road in North America.  At 14,265’ Mount Evans 
is the highest massif of the Chicago Peaks just outside 
of Denver.   

As we ride on CO-103 we discover that we are also 
in the midst of a bicycle race!  We quickly get caught 
up in long snaky trains of hundreds of bicyclists as 
they grind their way up towards Echo Lake and the 
junction with CO-5.  Being on motorcycles we have 
more flexibility than cars when it comes to passing the 
cyclists, so we’re able to ride alongside the competitors 
while maintaining a good pace – giving them high 
signs of encouragement while I consider how much 
nicer it is to have a throttle rather than pedals.   

We turn north onto CO-5 for the ride up to the 
summit while the cyclists continue their race east on 
CO-103.  Since we’ll be following the same route east 
when we come back down we’ll probably catch up to 
the race again.   

The ride up to the summit is deceptively short – 
only 14 miles.  We pass the Mt Goliath Natural Area of 
subalpine forest and the Krummholz of wind battered 
and twisted bristlecone pines.  The road is well 
engineered with twisties and sweeping curves as we 
wind along the arêtes of the Chicago Peaks to Summit 
Lake at 12,850’ of elevation.  The last five miles from 
Summit Lake to the Mount Evans summit, however is 

we are infatuated with the 
beauty and serenity of the 
Steamboat Springs region 
and the Park Range 
mountains; this is one of 
the most inspiring and 
enchanting places we’ve 
visited and  look forward 
to spending more time to 
explore 

this old fire engine  has real character 

a brief respite at Gore Pass 
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an entirely different experience and challenge.   
We’re now above the tree line in alpine tundra where 

the elevation rises extremely steeply.  The road is literally 
carved into the mountainside in the tightest series of  
switchbacks we’ve ever ridden. What makes this a truly 
challenging ride is that the road is so steep we can only see 
the sky as we ride up; we lose sight of our primary points of 
reference – the horizon and the road.  A very unnerving 
feeling and thankfully neither of us is prone to vertigo or 
acrophobia.   

We maintain a fairly steady 20-25 mph slowing slightly 
through the switchbacks.  Our clutch hands are getting 
quite a workout as is our slow speed riding skills!  We luck 
out and there’s little traffic, although we do pass a number 
of intrepid cyclists, and we’re able to maintain our pace all 
the way to the summit.  The views from the top are 
breathtaking, but it’s cold and windy and we can see storm 
clouds forming in the distance.  We decide to keep our 
celebration short and quickly begin the ride down. 

We continue east on CO-103 and catch-up to the tail end 
of the bicycle race passing pelotons of cyclists taking full 
advantage of the descent out of the Front Range.  We bid 
farewell to our two-wheeled brethren as we ride onto the 
flat plains and the end of our Rocky Mountain High 

journey.  RTR 

Sandy negotiates the tight steep switchbacks on the 
Mount Evans Scenic Byway that leave no room for error 

nor suffer the faint-hearted; but we loved it and 
look forward to riding it again! 

the views from the 14,130’ summit are stunning 
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the Krummholz of twisted bristlecone pine trees provide a surreal setting for a late afternoon storm 
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ROADS 

Excellently maintained roads with incredible switchbacks and 
twisties that will challenge the most accomplished riders.   

 
SCENERY 

Beautiful panoramas from mountain overlooks.  Lush valleys, 
picturesque lakes, and colorful wildflowers. 

 
AMENITIES 

Food, fuel and lodging are available throughout, although there are 
long stretches with no services. Good cell phone coverage in 
populated areas, but spotty to non-existent in the mountains or 
remote regions. story and photography by Don Metz 

Greg, our brother and friend—we miss you man 

Rabbit Ears Pass 

Steamboat Springs 

DENVER 

Cache la Poudre Scenic Byway 

Hahns Peak 

Steamboat Lake State Pk 

Trail Ridge Road 

Mount Evans 

Chapel on the Rocks 

Berthoud Falls 

Bear Lake 

Gore Pass 

Peak to Peak Scenic Byway 


